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ONE OP THE "SEITES" SET APART 



(IN WHTTEOHAPBL) 



FOR A PEST-GROUND, 1349/ 



In July last I was instructed by the Metropolitan Board of 
Works to examine a site of ground in Cartwright Street, 
Whitechapel, and to report as to whether there weBe any 
sanitary conditions preventing the utilization of the ground 
for building purposes, and generally as to the condition of the 
human remains lying therein. The locality of the site is well 
indicated in the subjoined plan (Lot 3). This site in 1875 
formed a portion of an area of about six acres or thereabouts, 
which comprised some courts and alleys of the most wretched 
description, inhabited by a population of some 3,750 persons. 
The entire area, according to the then medical oflScer of health 
of the district, aflforded upon an average 8*2 square yards, 
but in some of the courts only 3*4 square yards, to each 
person, the average number of persons to a house in the 
entire area being 8*3.. 

On July 27, 1875, the medical ofl&cer of health made an 
official representation of the unhealthiness of this area to the 

^ Beftd before the Hunterian Society on Wednesday, October 8, 18S4. 
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Mtitropulitau JJourd of Works, and used this strong language 
in his report : — " I desire to represent to your Board that by 
reason of the closeness, narrowness, and bad anangemeat, as 
well as by reason of the bad condition, of the courts and 
houses within such area, diseases indicating a generally low 
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condition of health amongst the population have been from 
time to time prevalent ; and the death-rate of such population 
has been excessive, such excess being more than 50 per cent. 
above the ordinary rate of the district of Whitechapel, of 
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which it forms a part. I further desire to represent that the 
evils connected with such houses, courts, and alleys, and the 
sanitary defects in such area, cannot be effectually remedied 
otherwise than by an improvement scheme for the re-arrange- 
ment and reconstruction of the streets and houses within such 
area, or some of such streets and houses/' The ground was 
cleared in 1881 ; and, in consequence of the recent discovery 
of " human remains lying therein," I was consulted accord- 
ingly. Three trenches, about 6 ft. square each, and of varying 
depths, were dug for my inspection. These trenches are 
marked respectively A, b, and on the accompanying plan. A 
was exceedingly shallow, and, so far as I could observe, con- 
tained no human remains whatever, b was about 9 ft deep, 
and was literally teeming on all sides with human bones. 
The skeletons were packed closely, one upon the other, from 
within 2 ft. of the surface to the very bottom of the trench, 
c was about 4 ft. deep, and also contained many human 
bones. Here and there were distinctly visible the remains 
of decayed (possibly cofl&n) wood around and between the 
skeletons. In this trench, about 2 ft. from the surface (having 
apparently dry ground intervening), was a patch of about 
half a yard square of somewhat humid, sodden, greasy earth. 
It is very possible this was simply the result of rain perco- 
lation ; at all events, in no other part of the excavated ground 
were similar appearances to be found. I was thus firmly 
convinced that the spot had been an old burial-ground, and, 
being desirous to establish, first, its extent, I had two trenches 
dug respectively 50 and 100 ft. to the north of the former 
trenches. In neither of these two northernmost trenches 
(respectively marked d and E on the plan), although each 
was of the depth of at least 1 1 ft. — in fact, down to the sand 
or gravel — were there found any human bones whatever. The 
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excaTated earth contained simply some few bones and horns 
of certain of the lower animals. It would therefore appear 
that the human remains were confined to so much only of 
the site of ground I had to examine as was comprised within 
about 120 ft. by 60 ft. of its southernmost boundary. That 
this was but a portion of an old burial-ground, which ex- 
tended further southwards under the present Darby Street, 
and certain cottages and schools on the south side of this 
street, is conclusively shown by a reference to Boque's-Map 
of Ancient London, dated 1746, wherein the whole plot 
delineated on my plan is called " Aldgate Churchyard," and 
what is now Cartwright Street is named " Churchyard Alley." 
In the next place, it was very important for me to determine, 
if possible, the age of this burial-ground ; or, in other words, 
the latest period when interments were made thenm. 

I deduced this from the following data : — (a) Omitting the 
slight exceptional condition existent in Trench C, the whole 
of the human remains I examined were in a dry, and, so fax 
as exhalations are concerned, comparatively inert condition. 
They were simply old and dried bones. Dr. Navier, of Chalons, 
in 177s,* states that after twenty years' burial a body has 
been found " covered with flesh, and in a state of putrefaction." 
(b) Walker's work on graveyards was published in 1839. I^ 
was the work which led to the abolition of intramural burials, 
and to the establishment of the present cemeteries. This 
ground in Cartwright Street is in no way alluded to by 
Walker, although he speaks of Aldgate Churchyard in the 
High Street as " truly alarming," ' and of the burial-ground of 
St. Mary's, Whitechapel, as " extremely disgusting." * (c) No 
burial-ground has existed in Cartwright Street within living 

* Walker*B " Gatherings from GraveyardR,'* 1839, p. 99. 
3 Op. cit. p. 167. * Op. cit. p. 168. 
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memory. The former owner built, in 1852, the houses upon 
this very ground, which was then called the " Euins." He 
distinctly remembers human bones being turned up whilst 
the foundations were being put in. These foundations were 
laid at a depth of about 4 ft. from the true surface of the 
ground, and after 4 ft. of super-accumulated soil had been 
previously removed. As a matter of fact, in Trench b the 
foundations rest in some places immediately upon human 
skeletons, and in other pleices human bones are interspersed 
amongst the brickwork. The memory of this gentleman goes 
back to 1832, when the Asiatic cholera was exceedingly fatal 
amongst th& inhabitants of the old houses built upon the 
adjoining land. He tells me that a nonagenarian friend of 
his died a few years ago, and that in repeated conversations 
this old man said he never remembered the place as a burial- 
ground, but had been told that an old " brewery " once stood 
there, (d) The former owner of these houses assures me that 
he never remembers any subsidence whatever of the walls of 
the houses during the thirty years of their existence. This 
assertion is fully confirmed by the present stable appearance 
of the schools on the south of Darby Street, and of the 
adjoining cottages which were part of the said owner's block, 
(e) In the second edition of Eichard Horwood's Map of Lon- 
don, 1809, ^^^ whole adjoining land appears covered with 
houses, and the courts and alleys have the same names as 
when they were cleared in 1881 by the Metropolitan Board 
of Works. Cartwright Street appears on this map ; but the 
burial-ground shown on Eoque's map of 1746 is not named 
in Horwood's map ; a blank space, however, not covered with 
houses, corresponds with the actual site. This was doubtless, 
even at that time, the " Euins." No burial-ground existed 
in Cartwright Street at the commencement of this century. 
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(J) John Noorthouck, in 1773,* wrote these words : — " At the 
south end of the Minories the street opens upon East Smith- 
field and Tower Hill ; and between both these plots of ground 
once stood a religious foundation called by the several names 
of the New Abbey, the Abbey of Grace, and East Minster. 
This house was founded by King Edward III. upon the seite 
of the pest-ground .... and called the Churchyard of the 
Holy Trinity ; and upon the seite of that abbey is built the 
King's Victualling Ofl&ce, which stands on the upper part of 
Little Tower Hill, near the end of King Street. This build- 
ing contains .... (iTvter alia) a brewhouse." This quotation 
fully corroborates the statement of the nonagenarian friend 
of the former owner that an old ** brewery " once stood there. 
This fact of the conversion of the religious house is also 
alluded to in similar language by Stow.' He says : — "This 
house [the monastery] at the late general suppression was 
valued at £$46 lod. yearly. It was surrendered in the year 
1 539, the 30th of Henry VIII., since the which time, the said 
monastery being cleane pulled down by Sir Arthur Darcy 
Knight and other ; of late time (in place thereof) is builded 
a large store house for victual, and convenient ovens are 
builded there for baking of bisket to serve his Majesties 
shippes. The grounds adjoining and belonging to the said 
abby are imployed in building of small tenements." Further- 
more :—($') In the map by Ealph Aggas (1562) of " Ancient 
London in the early part of Queen Elizabeth," the East- 
minster is shown to have been then located on this very spot 
now covered by the Eoyal Mint,' with the ground behind and 

• ** History of London," 1 773, p. 665. 

• " Sunrej of London, 1633,'* p. 117 (Portsoken Ward). 

^ The identity of the site of the Abbey with that on which the Royal Mint 
now stands is conclnsively shown by the very clear map facing p. 120 of Loftie's 
" History of London,'* 1883, vol. i. 
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to the east of it The Boyal Mmt, as it is to-day, was com- 
pleted in 1811. Ground adjoining thereto is still called 
" Victualling Ofl&ce Square/' I am thus led irresistibly to 
the conclusion that the plot of ground I was . instructed to 
examine in Cartwright Street was no other than one of the 
"seites" set apart for a pest-ground in 1349. Under this 
date, temp. Edward III., Noorthouck' says: — "A great 
plague which first appeared in the northern parts of Asia now 

spread over Europe At length it reached London, 

where the common cemeteries were not capacious enough to 
receive the vast number of bodies ; so that several well-dis- 
posed persons were induced to purchase ground to supply that 

defect There was also another piece of ground purchased 

at the east end of the city, just without the wall, by one 
John Corey, a clergyman, for the same use ; on which spot 
was afterwards in this reign [in 1359] ' founded the Abbey of 
St. Mary of Grace, for Cistertian monks ; it is now covered 
by the Victualling-ofl&ce and adjoining houses. It was 
asserted that not one in ten escaped this calamity, and 
that not less than 100,000 persons died in the whole." Other 
old writers ^° allude more or less in detail to the above facts. 
This horrible pestilence was no other than the so-called 
** black death,*' or "great mortality," which, probably origin- 
ating in China, entered the western countries of Asia, and 
was brought to Constantinople from the northern coast of the 
Black Sea. It devastated Europe from 1347 to 1351. 
Hecker " assumes that Europe lost during the " black death " 

* " History of London,'' 1773, p. 70. 

• "The History of Edward HI.,'* by Joshna Barnes, B.D„ Cambridge, 1688, 

p. 437. 

i<> Stow, op. cit. p. 117; Barnes, op. cit. p. 437; Maitland's "History of 
London," 1772, vol. i. p. 128, vol. ii. p. 1022. 

u "Epidemics of the Middle Ages," Sydenham Society's Edition, 1844, pp. 
20-30. 
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25,000,000 inhabitants — a fourth part of the then estimated 
popuktion of this continent. We know from Noorthouck," 
and also from other authorities/* that the great plague in 1 665 , 
after devastating the western parts of London, became very 
violent in Stepney and WhitechapeL It is therefore just 
possible that the '* seite," which had previously been used as a 
" pest-ground " when the plague visited London in 1349, and 
which site had also since then formed part of one of the 
religious houses, would be again utilized for the disposal of 
some of the dead amongst the plague-smitten of Whitechapel 
in 1665, and that during this year occurred the last inter- 
ments of human bodies in this said ground. The mode of 
burial of the bodies indicates that the last interments were 
hurried, and not always conducted in a strictly orthodox way. 
Some of the skeletons, especially in Trench b, lie with the 
feet to the east, and others immediately below them with the 
.feet to the west ; and this is observed where the skeletons are 
apparently undisturbed far beneath the remaining foundations 
of the houses. 

The result of the recommendations I made to the Metro- 
politan Board of Works is that the Board have decided not 
to build on the site of the graveyard. The " Disused Burial 
Grounds Act " passed this year will thus be complied with. 
The advice I gave the Board was not in the least influenced 
by any idea that these subjacent old dry bones had anything 
whatever to do with the necessity for clearing the ground. 
That the " low condition of health " and the *' excessive mor- 
tality " of the inhabitants of this condemned area were due 
exclusively to the visible insanitary state of certain of the 

*■ Op. cit. p. 122. 

" " Hancock on BesearolieB into the Law and Phenomena of Pestilence, &c.,** 
1821, pp. 5^-55. 
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" houses, courts, apd alleys " is pretty well proved by one 
great fact — yiz,, that all the houses built over and upon the 
burial-ground itself, with its substratum of decaying human 
remains, were of so healthy a character that in the first in- 
stance they were, for this reason alone, actually excluded 
from the improvement scheme ; and the aid of the Home 
Secretary had to be invoked by the owner, on the plea of 
deterioration of property, to compel the Board also to pur- 
chase this spot, or oasis of health, in the midst of its wretched 
insanitary surroundings. 
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